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Abstract 
This practice-led research project considers how the figure of poetic self is inscribed in 
the ekphrastic poem and looks at how ekphrasis can intersect with confessional poetics 
to form a hybrid mode. This mode of hybridity guides my own creative practice and 
creates an expansion of the term ekphrasis, as ekphrasis illuminates that it is never a 
static interaction, but a mode that entails a verbal representation of the artwork as well 
as aspects of the confessional self.  
 The creative work is a manuscript of poems titled Miniature Thunder. A 
portion of these poems are ekphrastic; some of the poems respond to paintings, and 
others more specifically to the works of performance artist Marina Abramovic. 
Abramovic’s performance work closely investigates the connection between artist and 
audience, which is a subject I am deeply interested in, which is why I have chosen to 
respond to her art in a number of poems. As a whole, my manuscript includes a variety 
of modes of poetry: some confessional, some ekphrastic, all of which exist on a 
spectrum between confessional poems and hybrid confessional ekphrastic poems. 
However, because ekphrastic poetry became a window into confessional experience, I 
found myself––after writing a number of hybrid ekphrastic poems––motivated to write 
some more strictly confessional poems, which appear frequently throughout the 
manuscript. My ekphrastic poems reflect upon artworks and respond to them through 
my own personal experiences, entering into a reflexive loop where each turn towards 
the artwork prompts another turn back towards the self. In doing this, my research will 
adopt a reflexive methodology, revealing a dialogic relationship between the viewing 
and interpretation of a performance work and the emotional and intellectual 
engagement with the work via the poem.  
  v 
with a reflexive meditation on my own creative practice and an examination of the 
opportunity that the emergent hybrid mode of ekphrasis offers.  
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 The exegetical element of this research considers the history and development 
of the ekphrastic mode in poetry, and the emerging intersection between ekphrasis and 
confessional poetics, and works to position my practice as part of an emergent hybrid 
mode. The exegesis establishes how the act of ekphrasis requires and inscribes a 
viewer, which often led to confessional modes of poetry being present within the 
ekphrastic poem, becoming a simultaneous act of describing the artwork and 
inscribing the self. The thesis engages with two contemporary American poets––Mark 
Doty and Jorie Graham––and in particular, the use of autobiographical elements in 
Still Life with Oysters & Lemon (2001) by Doty, and the use of representation and 
subjectivity throughout Graham’s ekphrastic work. I will use textual analysis of these 
exemplars, among others, to contextualise and position my own work and my 
deployment of confessional ekphrasis in relation to the work of other contemporary 
poets. It is important to note that while the mode is not as prevalent as it is in America, 
a number of Australian poets write ekphrastic poems. Peter Porter and Peter Steele 
have written complete books of ekphrastic poetry that respond to significant 
Australian works. Peter Porter wrote three books in collaboration with leading 
Australian painter Arthur Boyd: Jonah (1973), The Lady and the Unicorn (1975), and 
Mars (1987). Peter Steele has written two collections responding to various artists he 
encountered in his travels: Plenty: Art Into Poetry (2003), and The Whispering 
Gallery: Art Into Poetry (2006). More recently, Paul Hetherington published Burnt 
Umber (2016), which is full of meditations on images––some are based on paintings 
he has seen at various points and others are entirely imagined. For the purpose of this 
thesis, I elected to focus on American poets Jorie Graham and Mark Doty because 
they have been strong influences on my work, and more wholly incorporate the 
confessional elements that I am particularly interested in. This exegesis concludes 
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From my rotting body, flowers shall grow and I am in them and that is eternity. 
 
–– Edvard Munch 
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Seizures 
 
I want to see my body make thunder and sleep–  
my arms pleated, like foils ready to lift.  
I want to dance on washed stones under coloured lights.  
The jasmine, its invincible command, swaying with me,  
and I, unsteady, clawing at the sky. 
I want to swim in the pool’s alloy, wrong. 
I want to grip a balanced tray of iced beverages–  
my hand suctioned like a star against the cold silver. 
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Giving up Ground 
 
My last seizure I don’t even remember. 
Well, you don’t remember them, of course, 
but sometimes I got a sense something was wrong,  
some thunder in my brain, rain in my hands, 
a wobbly foot as though I’d trod on a loose paver.  
It was very unlike the others. I was shaving  
my legs in the shower of a yacht just off St. Tropez.  
The moment my memory returns I see myself  
wrapped in a towel standing on the deck. 
It muddles again. 
A small tender boat slapping over waves,  
tiny specks of sea misting about my face.  
A French doctor who seemed troubled by me.  
Unknown medication in a zip lock plastic satchel.  
A broken rib.  
The looks I received from my colleagues back on the boat.  
I’ve tried erasing from my mind the clink 
of my razor on the stainless floor,  
the rat-tat-tat of the anchor rolling in as we angled for shore.  
They told me we were stopping for uniforms– 
my friend picked me up from the dock. 
You know my brain is not what you take it for– 
now you’ve seen the animal inside,  
the tooth ash, my legs thrash, the residue  
of sounds from words I’ve never spoken, but should have. 
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Here I am  
 
I stare out fixed: not a single  
thing has occurred yet. It may never.  
But these tiny shakes come  
every now and then.  
I can jerk the soft 
animal out of you, they say.  
Sometimes, I wish they would.  
I think it’s coming now, whatever it is.  
I can feel pocket-sized jolts hoop 
their way through my chest.  
I lay askew on my right side, 
my knees scrolled to my chest, 
my palms squeezed in prayer  
under my pillow, as if the universe  
computes my pulse, as if the earth  
will say, yes, I’m here now. 
By the time this is through  
my eyes are brimming.  
Is this what I’m really made of?  
I ask you for a glass  
of water. I hear you walk  
out of the room– 
your cool feet, your gentle shoes.  
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Epilim Blues 
 
I found its meaning in Ancient Greek: 
to seize, possess, afflict. And it was true, 
it came down like the end of a knife. 
When I had forgotten everything,  
the doctor tripled my dose  
so I couldn’t feel the quivering 
cords in my wrist. Slowly, Mum and I turned 
and walked to the car, the script sweating 
in my milky hand. I tried not to catch 
her eyes. She was waiting for me.  
We didn’t say a word.  
Just saw me standing there,  
clutched me to her breast, as if to say: 
we have a reason to cry. 
The medley of medications taught  
me to use everything I knew about jazz,  
how to improvise. Only, I’d grown  
too worn for comparisons;  
fog was just fog.  
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Grand Mal  
After ‘Lying’ By Lauren Slater, 2000 
 
I stayed in hospital for one day;  
my memory started to return.  
I was sent to a neurologist, told I may or may never have a seizure again.  
I did, I had more. I went down. My limbs slapped the ground,  
claps of thunder, do you hear?  
Flashes of cobalt claws forked the floor.  
Hummel flicks his baton, the G minor, and the dramatic shift.  
Violence rolled into the flash of a minute, a blink  
of fireworks, Mozart and music.  
Deadly collisions.  
I skim out over the ice, pivoting, ice shavings flying.  
I try not to crack the deep sea.  
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The Flying Fool  
After ‘Over the Town’ by Marc Chagall, 1917 
 
There’s a dust and slight 
crackling of chimney smoke 
as I flap with you over 
the droves. Barns 
wide open, emptied. 
Fleecy remnants of feathers 
clinging to tongues. 
Just across the yards, 
the red barn. Sky white 
instead of blue. I see your 
hand wave through 
open air, your fingers parted–– 
between them I see  
our faceted faces creating life.  
Undressing for the painter. Naked. 
The windows are open. 
On a firm breeze, we tug 
like kites. Bits of crumpled, 
flattering paper. Blown here 
and there on winds. Your green 
silk shirt rolled like a leaf, your foot 
almost losing its boot. 
On a lonely line we fly 
toward the sun. Our happiness  
aimed for a pinhole 
that glows  
further and further 
out of sight.  
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Miniature Thunder 
After (music) ‘Comptine d'un autre été : La démarche’ by Yann Tiersen, 2001 
 
We saw the horses run––dirt beating mid-air, hurried hearts lashed by sun, stroking 
soil in cursive. Almost, not quite, skirting barbed wire. Us, ahead of the race, 
muttering our raddled thoughts to the acres. The bikes, pedal, toward their blue 
ribbon. Wheeling. Trembling. Their artful pace, a lateral two-beat gait, stretching 
into a canter. Our cries that night were wild, unhinged, like each stride of life was put 
out within us.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  11 
Hockey Teeth  
After (music) ‘Hockey Teeth’ by Bahamas, 2009 
 
Three decades I’ve spent on this rotten railing,  
telling you which way those fiery sunsets are,  
how vast the distance between the stars.  
And when I call you now you flicker brightly, 
like the torch that took me to the toilet for all of those years.  
I cannot say we are not alike. 
Identical cheek hollows, though some bowl of kindness stirs in yours. 
I can hear the pages of a Women’s Weekly turning 
from streets away. 
I can see the outline of your calves pinned  
to the tennis court shaded under a short skirt.  
Those migraines: gripping, cruel, larger than oneself.  
Dad carrying you to the hospital when the splinters didn’t go away.  
You kept all my postcards and always noticed my leaving.  
And one day, recently, decided to get braces for your crooked teeth. 
For all I hope to be, this late handful of diaries, 
can you hear me, Mum? 
Mum? It’s me.  
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Clothed 
After ‘My Dress Hangs There’ by Frida Kahlo, 1933 
 
Buildings churn pollutants, telephones, wires, and workers. 
Across the ocean, just a distance, not so far, him. 
Creating life, undressing a nude model.  
My window is open. A thick breeze, 
the faint smell of fire, a trash can unemptied. 
The stench of rotting fruit, flies sweat on a bun. 
Next door, children run down a wooden hall. 
Outside on a lonely line, my dress dries 
in the sun.  
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Corde Pareille 
After ‘Genesis’ by Yves Tanguy, 1926 
 
I never had a ladder, I’m the illusionist. 
We dance the equilibre. I climb the corde pareille. 
You hold out your hand, cupping 
a large nail, and tell me it’s sacrificial. 
A tight wire, I’m done 
with my balancing pole. I climb 
to your hand, an aerial act 
under the cupola. You offer charee-varie 
to help ease my walk. I sweat and strain, 
everything harder than yesterday. 
You invite me with an open palm– 
I swing and pirouette. 
Your whole life a smoke with disdain. 
Crowds of critical eyes on my safety line. 
Snakes form infinities waiting for the fall. 
You know it would take a push 
and that would be all. 
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Dress with a Train  
After ‘The Lovers’ by Rene Magritte, 1928 
 
When the veil came down, our souls opened,  
ruffles came from our ears.  
They watched us flamenco on that maple.  
My flame coloured dress. Cantes a palo seco.  
Gentle and violent. I walk through the wilderness,  
tearing and ripping, like heartbreak.  
I tell you to follow my moves– 
honest, exact, complete.  
We don’t exit the stage.  
Hearts clapping like laughter,  
cupping each other’s hands.  
Our temples rest. Nothing in tune.  
On foot, of course, light as a feather.  
The famous swing, back and forth;  
arriving here.  
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Brave World 
After ‘Rest Energy’ by Marina Abramovic & ULAY, 1980 
 
As you draw the string, you lean back, arched with the arrow. 
Pinching your fingers tight into feather. 
Your breath trusts you, don’t let fingers slip: 
you would pierce my chest. 
I stand there clutching the bow, my fists tight. 
I study your eyes and hope we hold 
this bow and arrow together. 
Even though the arrow trains towards my chest, 
even though I’ll be left with the tear. 
Still, the things that can happen– 
tender pounds, cracked acres, ruin 
and injured bodies. 
It is only my heart that will go on hissing. 
Rain will settle gently on worry, 
swivel our eyes closed, so we can’t see calamity, 
but we will hear it among us. 
We can hear it in the canter of my heart, 
it hides, I am the hunted, dominant 
in your eye. 
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Leaf Cutting 
After ‘Golden Mask’ by Marina Abramovic, 2010 
 
In the pitch-black gallery, I cannot find my foot. 
From room to room I recoil 
until I am almost face-down when I meet you. 
You were a swill of night, 
gold and leafy, lit like a lantern. 
Your face flittered in the draft, hammered in gold, 
your eyes overcast with gold beating. 
A classical portrait, partially gilt, centred, 
asking to be sacred. All the gallery glints, 
but nothing compared to you. The leaf fixed 
to your face with honey, you stare unflinchingly 
as if to say; peel back the layers. Skin me. 
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Beachcomber 
After ‘Stromboli’ by Marina Abramovic, 2002  
 
Somewhere inside it’s raining 
over the collar, the deep shoulder,  
in the coil of my back.  
 
I lay facing skyward on the seashore 
and hear what it would be like to know 
the world in slo-mo. 
 
To know the taste of heartbeat 
The feel of salt on hairline  
The gravity of pips as they close 
like cupboards around mysteries 
of the past.  
 
This much cold, no less 
is what chills a continent.  
I am calm in the rounding  
of waves. Each barrel a 
reminder of love that comes 
and goes.  
 
My fingers frill the shallows.  
My feet drag the light of sun 
My body; a platter of breath, 
feels heavy from old loves and  
their concluding astonishment.  
Rolled back and forth, until 
a small cry. My body is my love.  
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Dreaming Alone  
After ‘The Dream The Bed’ by Frida Kahlo, 1940 
 
Blindfolded, we play Marco Polo.  
Connecting by collision. Sometimes I pull a little  
heart from under my sleeve. Announce myself  
on the telephone, he’s forgotten–– 
called me by my mother's name.  
 
My Father wasn't always there for me.  
To be sincere, he is a very equivocal person.  
Almost, not quite, pouring sun.  
Weather is hard to remember.  
 
I dissolve with you, your bones,  
twisted aches from the garden.  
Awake with me each night.  
Thorns poke my neck.  
Pattering rain on tin. You forget. 
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At Bald Rock  
 
It’s light, all day 
trees pack  
themselves 
about the rock  
like bone.  
The road home  
stretched out  
before us like 
black ribbon.  
The wedge-tailed eagle  
hunched over  
rabbit flesh, stuns.  
We sink in, study  
a little closer, 
creep the car forward– 
but it heaves itself 
to a nearby tree.  
A blimp of  
mahogany shine,  
a suspended white foot. 
Speak to me 
of your omen.  
Spell messages 
from your bloody 
beak.  
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Aloft 
 
When I was little I would float around like helium amongst the dust, hardly noticed. 
Belting down a steep stretch of grass, I propelled my arms toward the sky. I’d fly 
over the local pony club and survey the helmets and braids bobbing in dressage. I 
flew along the local river when I wanted to lower. I always had to land inside my 
house, gradually fading from the ceiling. Rousseau was right, I skimmed the earth 
like a young starling, but soon, emboldened with experience, I would spring into the 
air with the impetuousness of an eagle. I had shrunk the earth itself to a minor planet, 
a minor star. 
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Aurora  
 
My feet burn on the dashboard.  
The windshield blooming blue,  
one million degrees, awakening the sun like a bud.  
Broiling my very skin. 
Processing wavelengths of light, 
you contour the earth’s sin. 
Six times the diameter of earth, 
a billion times brighter than me. 
Invisible naked eye, you see everything. 
My nectar guide, I follow you to the sea. 
I bathe in neon, and become dwarfed 
to my core. To the clouds, you’re a deity. 
Up come the stars. Sleeping we wait 
for you, come back! Burn our skin,  
golden our toes. Strip our hair,  
we will sprout again.  
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Baby 
 
An Indian man once told me  
my eyes were like gigantic spotlights,  
like women’s from the South.  
I’m always cold,  
especially my feet.  
I put hair masks on;  
my hair is dry like bark  
breaking from a tree.  
Your hair is wispy  
and sparingly placed.  
Your eyes, a dense forest  
of newborn trees.  
I arrive home, your  
skin is always hot.  
You wait for me, you watch. 
You comb me  
ever so softly,  
like I am a pet.  
You smile with small teeth,  
your dimples pool  
into ponds of hope. 
Baby, cradle me  
when I am worn and tired.  
We can lie on fresh linen.  
I’ll bite the corner of my lips,  
I’m nervous. You’ll sleep. 
Closing the door behind you 
Can I come in?  
I ask permission to enter.  
A hand reaches  
out for mine, as smooth 
as the sun. It reaches 
from across its sky 
and finds a home in mine. 
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The Weight of Tragic Events  
 
On everyone’s back is a tragedy,  
said the girl who knows the meaning of it. 
There were junkies outside the shop yesterday.  
A girl, just seventeen. Rosy flannelette pyjama pants 
bunched at her back with a bobble. 
She was flimsy, fluttering around like litter outside, 
without any weight. A moment later she spewed 
strawberries, lit a cigarette, then applied moisturiser 
to her legs. All of her issues soothed and screaming 
in and out of my window.  
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New Horizons 
for Pluto 
 
Science says, it was not good enough  
to have enough mass for its own gravity 
to have its own moons. To be yourself, Pluto,  
you would have to suck up all material around you.  
But you, like I, never ate the moon in our sky.  
Demoted, they told me, Pluto, and its cold powders. 
One evening, I told my boyfriend he was your size. 
He turned softly with hurt.  
When the sun rose itself again, we sat reading  
the morning news. You were on the front page: 
Pluto’s ‘Heart’ Hints at Deep Underground Ocean.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  25 
Orchid 
 
Your lent me your Blundstones 
and we walked to the chicken coop. 
Let them out for a while,  
then couldn’t catch them. 
What did we talk about? 
Not much. What shade of grey 
to paint your room, spoilt children,  
your family in Canada.  
You showed me the orchid house 
the previous owners had left. 
The mesh door was curtained back 
around a thin aluminium pole, 
and I peered into damp green.  
We stood with our claggy boots 
in the mud, you in your silk 
dress and cashmere knit.  
You are lucky, I thought.  
And I wondered how lucky I would ever get.  
I didn’t hear from you again until the orchids 
had bloomed. Unexpected.  
Still, all I could remember  
was how perfect 
they looked when bare,  
when I was standing  
on the outside 
looking in.  
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Dark Star  
 
One year on Valentine’s Day 
I was gifted with a star. You can’t wrap 
light, obviously, it came in the form 
of a letter on thin yellow paper with uneven  
words of an old typewriter. 
Dear India, it said. Then the following: 
I know you’re thinking, “who could possibly have given me a typed  
letter on Valentine’s Day?” Well, I figure you probably already know  
but I’ll play it out anyway.  
So you’re feeling better which is great. Now I don’t know whether 
you will remember, as you were quite drunk  
when we spoke, but you said that rather than have someone  
buy you a star you would rather have someone name you one.  
So I did just that.  
I hope you’re remembering or following. 
The star we named India’s Star, 
which I can only remember as, “that bright one, over there” 
I have officially given to you for a Valentine’s present.  
India’s Star is part of a cluster called Pleiades  
which is an open part of stars in the constellation of Tarus.  
To find it simply look up from the south and it is located  
about 45 degrees in between south and east.  
If that fails, maybe try internet?  
All in all, hope your day was great.  
Check out the stars tonight.  
 
Love, Anonymous 
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Footfalls  
 
Today, the beach felt like the house.  
Although there was no sound–– 
a little wind and waves 
lapping.  
Every now and then I’d toss 
a tennis ball into the water 
and watch the dogs lope to the sea. 
Fling their bodies away 
from the world––their heads held 
above the water, legs rolling 
like watermills.  
I sat in another universe 
walked the hallways of my mind 
felt a slow and steady burn 
 across my shoulders 
  a single grain of sand 
stinging my eye 
 I put my bright foot down 
called out we’re going home 
   High wind whistled through 
that house  
 into fault lines         
  Where would I go 
   if it weren’t for this island? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  28 
Correspondence  
 
You did not understand what I am.  
I am love. I am pleasure, I am essence,  
I am an idiot, I am an alcoholic, I am tenacious,  
I am a painter. I am; simply I am… 
You are a shit, says Frida Kahlo’s unsent 
letter to Diego Rivera. 
I’ll admit I was once  
five kilos lighter. Remember you carried me  
as though I was a pile of plume. Our only 
plans were to make love, say goodbye 
and say hello again. Now, we don’t part, 
and I see you holding your blankets  
like they are another woman  
in the middle of the night.  
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Dead Heading 
 
Sometimes the wind soughs itself through the she-oaks. 
Their needles slide in the shadows through the branchlets,  
rushing the sound of silence in the air. 
I pick a stem up from the ground, observe its tiny teeth points. 
Hold my face up to the sun, close my clean eyes, the way I do 
when I speak to you and you say nothing. 
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Summer Fog 
 
Each afternoon I get the same thought, 
my senses declare an outrageous world–– 
the need to be put to mist, to stand inside 
the cubicle of iridescent reflection. 
In the shower, the motionless air full 
of sunlight and shadow wins its way to me–– 
and even though it blurs everything,  
turns all to pebbles and beads, I let the glass fog. 
The walls sweat like blood draining 
from my scraped knee, which marbles down 
my leg. I want to stay in this fog made 
of earth and gold, so I can clean. 
To wash and wash, my hands pretty 
with imprecise blurs. My cheek soft 
in the sunlight as I watch it dissolve 
a huddle of houses down the street, 
warping bleached weatherboard to pastel pink. 
Around my face, rushes of damp hair 
drag me into dusk, with dim flickers. 
The sun has hardly touched me–– 
I have gained no clarity. I get out  
of the shower and cut my fringe short 
into the bathroom sink.  
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Still Love 
 
Yesterday, I called you–– 
my room light with the lemon aura of a naked bulb  
beside my bed. A draft skipped in my curtains, 
down the corners of my chest, the hemisphere hummed, 
my ears whizzed. It’s me, I said, repeating my name.  
I could hear you stir your tea, the silver spoon clink  
corners of china as the circles became uneasy. 
I knew your decline  
when your grass grew thick,  
when you let the chook house get so clobbered  
with trees it gave into itself,  
and when the rope around the gum thudded 
to the ground with our tyre swing,  
leaving nothing behind. 
Your memory is motionless now–– 
You’re in the garden; your steady foot combing  
rows of dirt and overgrowth.  
I never wonder where you are anymore.  
You’re weeding, abstracted, ripping 
crawlers out of the dam shore. 
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Grinning Dogs 
 
Your ambition has recoiled like a fern, father.  
The dead plants sleep around us 
in this garden you started  
when you were brave. 
 
Here comes firm rain. 
It topples down the rocks  
to rinse those ideas that have died.  
 
The grinning dogs slide their tongues  
along cold needles of lemongrass for hours.  
Its blades clatter in the wind while the dogs nestle  
into locks of shade. I scoop them up  
by the neck, they wriggle, I let them go. 
 
This is a passing of things:  
sometimes the garden flares up and riots, 
sometimes it bends to the ground to die.  
 
I take a basket to it, it’s as good as a market.  
I pick things with my fingers,  
position them proportionally in the knackered 
old cane. I hold the brimming basket for you 
can no longer stand squatting. It hurts your knees.  
 
When the lemongrass got too long, you cut  
it down one Sunday afternoon. 
The dogs can’t lick it now.  
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Dressing Rooms  
 
I was very determined in those years: I would bend over backwards, 
cartwheel across the yard. I practiced splits 
in the living room of our house–– 
My lycra two-piece suit swelled on each inhale and deflated on exhale.  
I played Jasmine with the rest of the under-ten girls in a dance show.  
Mum made the costume: white lycra and turquoise chiffon harem pants.  
I have a headshot of myself before 
I left the house that night to go to the show.  
My face dusted in old makeup, probably my grandmother’s.  
Pink smeared across the apples of my cheeks.  
Blue shimmering nothingness above my eyes  
and a deep red sheen holding my little lips.  
The world was very large then.  
I never found the stage––the polished wood flickering  
with distraction. A lady found me crying  
in the stairwell, lost, unable to find my dressing room.  
It was the last time I danced 
and the first time I uncovered 
strength to let go  
of what I no longer wanted.  
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Three Memories of My Mother  
 
1: 
Sitting at our oak dining table, the radio playing, she traced patterns from a Burda 
Pattern Magazine. Felt tip pens, probably mine, and tissue paper––the kind that only 
seems to be made in pastels. I never quite understood how she followed the lines. 
Charted in dots, dashes, green and red, each for a different size. She told me her first 
job was a seamstress. Australia didn’t have pattern books back then, so her boss had 
a twelve-month subscription to Burda Germany. The women, men, and children in it 
were all tanned. They had volume in their hair, their pleats, and their personalities. 
What were we making then? Lemon coloured cotton sundresses, something new for 
me to wear roller-skating? Even now, Mum is a good seamstress, persevering. She 
told me that when she resigned back then, her boss said he would make her whatever 
dress she wanted. She didn’t tell me why he offered, but I know it’s because 
everyone she meets really likes her. Men, women, children, even animals! She 
remembers with precision, as though arranging her memories through scraps and 
remnants, polies and silks. “I asked for him to make me a sateen cotton shift dress 
with spaghetti straps. It was aqua with smatterings of white polka dots, scalloped at 
the hem.”  
 
2: 
I never thought it was cabin fever, but perhaps that’s what it was. I rifled through 
Mum’s bedside table, three deep drawers of grandmother’s and great grandmother’s 
jewellery. I can’t recall the age I was when it was appropriate to fish, I had been 
allowed to see it, and I had seen it zillions of times, but it was always new. Yes, it’s 
all still here. Yes, I’ve tried it all on. Yes, it fits. Today, it’s all neatly packed away 
but accessible for when I visit. 
 
3: 
Reading the Women’s Weekly. I don’t know why I snipped this snippet, as the foot of 
the Singer hummed, Raspberry Jam Coconut Slice baked in the oven, I tinkered with 
your Bakelite brooch, several Mod necklaces dangled from my neck. I saw you. Over 
and over. Lying on your bed reading the Women’s Weekly. And I found them around 
the house, cover scrolled back, left open at the crossword.  
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A Brilliant Accident  
 
You were nine years old the day you rolled  
yourself down the family stairwell;  
you twisted, barrelled, made mock stamps  
with your feet for believability.  
A cry from your uneven lip.  
 
Your sister was first to the scene,  
scooping you up as you hobbled like a cripple, 
and laid you under soft throw on the leather couch.  
 
It is impossible to specify the exact locus  
in the brain of these neural events;  
the locations of our inner coping 
saw used with a splinter in hand  
to sabotage and mottle our lives.  
 
The following day, you ran at the race,  
and came second, and everyone said how able you were  
to win had it not been for the fall.  
 
You hobbled home on bruised foot.  
Were you regretful? No.  
You didn’t tell anyone about faking your accident 
until 18 years later, until today.  
 
I considered what you told me–– 
the pressures to win and the self-sabotage, 
as I looked at the bitumen as we got out of the car,  
brittle leaves patterned askew in the gutter. 
See how they run too? I thought.  
We’re all trying to outrun a river.  
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Prospects  
 
I recall when my hands were tiny.  
We were at my uncle's panning for gold.  
I unspooled the hours, probing for the world in my pan,  
shuffles considered by the grate and my hands.  
Exhaustion: kneeling in stones, breathing  
fog, attentive of crow’s close caw.  
As I sieved those country streams, watched clay  
dissolve and wash over my pan,  
I decided I wasn’t looking for a nugget.  
Not now or then.  
Gold doesn’t engulf the track and there’s no time to sit spinning, 
sweeping the world for one crusted light.  
This afternoon, I sit in my lounge room;  
a thick wind cuts through pinholes of fly screen,  
my life next to me in sprawl of loose pages on the seat.  
Slap, slap, slap: the pages shake like those bowls of gold 
and I scoop my heart up from the seat.  
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Ripped Palm Trees 
 
The possums woke me from the kitchen,  
ripping at my mesh fruit dome.  
Their teeth twisting the plastic weave  
of coconuts and palms  
decorating the sphere.  
Fingers splintered by a broom-pole 
I barrelled in, glowing by skylight.  
A clap, a yell, a curious hobble  
that slowed their feast. Glimpsed  
like a roadside glitter––I was forgotten.  
Full of cereal, clementine and melon 
they continued picking, frightened  
to put it down, until I screamed.  
Their exit crawl was loaded  
with disappointment. Slow, 
as if I would change my mind.  
Implying they needed me, 
needed us, for fruit bowls and sliced 
clementine and maybe we didn’t  
need them  
removed or woven  
for winter mittens and woollen socks.  
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Resolve 
 
If you have anything to say,  
say it now.  
I hear the helicopters and ice cream man.  
The dogs stare at me because they want to run.  
Where are you in your dreams, dear? 
I want to go to the park and watch the circles 
they run around the parameter. Stand in centre of their swirl 
inhaling all that clean air.  
They look at the sky and zoom with a plane, 
bird, or swishing tree. 
They run hopelessly until exhausted, 
their face covered with spit.  
Nothing to clip, unable to cease. 
Their mind a spinning toy.  
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Cat, Gumtree 
 
Shoot it down, I heard you say.  
Three days, a lifetime, you’ve been home,  
focusing in on each other instead of the cat 
stuck in the gumtree. And when it came time  
to call someone, you were ready to burn.  
Hatred fires up beautifully. 
I, on the other hand, offered a dish of tuna,  
but its calls were inflamed like the elderly.  
Bacon fat, broiled fish, drifts of cheap 
hope in stairwells along countless rungs  
down the gumtree.  
But the cat was tired now.  
There were three barking dogs below, 
ten chickens. A man who sometimes liked his dog, 
always loved his chickens, and  
hated cats. I called animal rescue  
and they propped 
a ladder out the back.  
My boyfriend climbed up for them 
and rescued the cat.  
Its owners brought me flowers, 
and the man greeted them and had a chat.  
I don’t know why. He hated that cat.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  40 
Funeral Scene 
 
I barely know the man, it’s true.  
It took me a while to accept he’s here  
right in front on me: gentle, inside  
a rustic congregated iron box.  
After his best friend finished reading the eulogy,  
I raised my hands to clap, then rolled down  
into my seat, practically onto the floor.  
A spill of milk––a brilliant embarrassment.  
I wanted to give one round of applause,  
not because I am rude,  
but because there was a dove stuck  
inside my throat, which flapped it wings,  
and in that minor few moments of speech,  
filled with one life of a man,  
I felt the whole room flitter  
with their own harrowed uncertainty.  
Outside, after the coffin was lowered,  
some children sprinkled dirt, and my tummy 
twisted with every scoop that toppled.  
Heavy.  
Then everyone let balloons go into the sky,  
they were red and blue with a pearl shine.  
Everyone's palms released them in unison,  
their hands like small white starry fireworks.  
And I squinted as they rolled into the glow,  
aiming skyward but with nowhere to go.  
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Boonoo Boonoo  
 
How deafening the cicadas were–– 
their unbearable song, an escalating argument 
that stung with the first true heat of day. 
I swayed in the passenger side for 27 kilometres. 
We passed dozens of hay rolls, baled, 
parked like Holdens at a drive-in, facing east. 
At the curb, a sign read Boonoo Boonoo National Park; 
our car angled, specks of stick and stone cracked 
underneath the engine. 
I saw the granite peaks like upturned icicles, 
relentless spinning rain, though, in some way 
the mountains filter it. 
We followed the trail to the water, neither cautious 
or careful, just anxious. The pools of water are unfathomable–– 
sunscreen grease metallic and awful 
on the banks of the boulders. 
Everything I loved and hated was here: 
fat strangers in football shorts, tattoos 
of dragons, castles and crucifixes. Downing 
tinnies in stubby coolers, a cigarette in their free hand. 
Backflipping their weight, exploding like a star in my face.  
We perched under a tree, close enough to the water’s surface, 
but far enough away. A young family of Aboriginal people arrived; 
sat just below our position on the rock. 
Their children ran to the water, it swallowed 
them perfectly when they dived.  
without splash.  
And as the mother bent down to take her track pants off–– 
the fat tattooed man spun and looked brazenly at her cleavage. 
He flicked his cigarette to the earth as they entered the water. 
Littering their land, ogling her body. 
I could not do anything but stand  
from my towel still dripping,  
and though I wanted him to leave,  
I left instead.  
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On the Yacht 
I was surprised by the choice of textiles. 
Unexpected shades of swirled brown paired 
with a silver ashtray. It’s personal and I make a case 
for them––perhaps this is what their flashy looks like,  
perhaps they’ve never known the stains  
of unlovely drinks spilt on borrowed clothes.  
 
They are meeting the boat  
at the start of summer, in Toulon. 
I am one of five crew, the only one  
who’s never worked on a yacht before, the only one  
who’s never been out at sea before  
and I feel the crew are cynical from habit.  
 
I’m told only two things: 
The owner is easy and relaxed, and his wife is pretty and precise.  
We wait for their arrival.  
Our anxious crisp assembly of collared 
shirts and beige shorts.  
I don’t know who saw things for what they really were.  
 
Mrs is a frosty bitch who won’t lighten up.  
Her hand always held lifelessly in the air with her wrist  
dangling, dragging her caftan around the boat.  
 
For the first dinner I was to set the table and use silver service.  
I stuffed starched linen napkins into small holes.  
I searched YouTube for directions with the rest.  
When it came time to serve, I glimpsed her acutely 
surveying the table. And when I was close enough,  
she said that her plate wasn’t perfectly 
straight beside her place mat.  
 
She went shopping the next day and left empty  
Hermès boxes by the rubbish bin. I scrubbed  
the shower, washed clothes and hung  
them out. I picked up the empty 
boxes and thought it was silly for them to go to waste. 
I kept the boxes, put my jewellery in them,  
  43 
in the cupboard beside my bunk.  
I was a sticky-fingered stewardess,  
averagely beautiful, trying to brighten 
my days in this world.   
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Black Salt 
 
I switched on the television,  
swans full of salt marsh grass 
were on the evening news.  
They carried their plumage, hoisted 
their wings, and were shooting 
down waves at Rainbow Beach.  
Full of confidence, club rush and green algae. 
Whistling and baying their calls. Necks arched  
and erect confirming their compositions.  
Evidence of oceans in our solar system, 
stonewort on Mars.  
Battering with every curl. They waltzed 
to the shore to take off.  
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Wrong Train in Ventimiglia 
 
I was breathless. 
My eyes appeared wide 
from the kohl in the corners.  
My head spined behind  
the scenes from too many 
Negronis. Any platform 
would do, but I admit  
I presumed I was headed 
the right way.  
I wanted to go to sleep, 
but as I followed the lights 
as they jerked by, I realised  
I was not going home.  
The train pulled up in Ventimiglia, 
“Welcome to Italy, where beauty has no limits” 
the sign read, outside my window.  
I sat alone in the cabin, everyone scuttled 
off the train, until two men came  
to gesture that it was the end 
of the line.  
I could make out 
an unfortunate 
fountain at the front of the station 
with some people sleeping under it.  
The men didn’t speak English  
so I began to cry, until a tiny 
boy appeared, who must  
have been their son.  
They sat him across from me 
and turned the train around,  
and dropped me back to Nice 
at 4am, and I got a taxi home.  
There were a few dim lights 
in hallways, a couple of lonely 
dogs in the street.  
The pavement flared  
a wetness; dew and spilt drink.  
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Where are My Poems?  
They never come easy.  
Words fall from the back of my mind 
like bitumen odours dwindle  
with fresh rain. Epilepsy medication blots 
your memory into a pit. My words begin to feel  
further away, and I no longer know  
the right things to say. 
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Notes 
 
 
Italicised phrases in ‘Giving up Ground’ and ‘Seizures’ were borrowed from Lying 
by Lauren Slater (2000).  
 
‘Epilim Blues’: Epilim is an anticonvulsant medication used for the treatment of 
epilepsy in adults and children.  
 
‘Correspondence’ uses an excerpt from an unsent letter from Frida Kahlo to Diego 
Rivera. This letter was published in Finding Frida Kahlo (2009) by Barbara Levine 
and Stephen Jaycox.  
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Introduction 
 
 
I distinctly remember the moment I first encountered the work of Marina Abramovic. 
I was a first-year student, and I worked at a local arts venue which was screening the 
feature-length documentary The Artist is Present (2012)––a film that shadows the 
Serbian performance artist as she assembles herself for a retrospective exhibition of 
her work held at MoMA in New York. Besides feeling moved by her performances 
in the film, I left feeling surprised by how much of it elicited memories of my own 
life. In particular, Abramovic’s work titled The Lovers: The Great Wall Walk 
(1988)––a collaborative piece made by Abramovic and Ulay (Franky Uwe 
Laysiepen), where the two artists (and ex-lovers) walk for 90 days from different 
points of the Great Wall of China in order to meet in the middle and end their 
romantic and artistic relationship––made me think about the past and how my 
relationships could have ended differently. I considered Abramovic’s metaphor––
that a relationship’s ending is gradual, and how walking away from each other is 
actually walking toward a common consensus, and it led me to think about the 
impermanence of my own relationships. This early encounter with Abramovic’s 
work led me to want to write, and the form I turned to was poetry. At the time, I did 
not know the term for this act of responding to visual art with poetry was ekphrasis, 
or the history of the ekphrastic mode, but I became intrigued by the intersection of 
writing and visual art, the way in which visual art inscribes the viewer/observer, and 
the way in which text can respond to that inscription. I began to consider how the 
poem can be simultaneously ekphrastic and confessional and how poems inscribe the 
poet or figure of self at the same time inscribing the work of art. This prompted me 
to ask the question: How can the poem be a site for the convergence of the ekphrastic 
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mode and the confessional mode? What would it mean for ekphrastic poetry if it 
were to include confessional elements? What would such a poetics look like?  
 
Ekphrasis was once a comprehensive stylistic term for detailed description of art 
objects (paintings, sculptures, statues, photographs or films)—“the verbal 
representation of visual representation” (Heffernan, 1993, p.3)—however, in my 
experience, I have developed an interest with uncovering and examining the very 
reaction I had to Abramovic and that prompted me to write poems. My confessional 
poems were inspired by another’s art, and also reveal the way in which the very act 
of ekphrasis inscribes the self as well as the object being observed. Throughout my 
poems, to answer my research question, I will seek to understand performative 
representations and interpret these into parallel events in my own life elicited by the 
work. In doing this, the research I conduct will construct conversations between the 
figures in a performance work and also draw upon aspects from my own experiences, 
turning my poems into hybrids that are both autobiographical and confessional 
ekphrastic poems. It will be a personal study of encounters and responses, resulting 
in personal interventions, meditations, enquiries, and acts of inheritance.  
 
This thesis is apportioned into three segments. The first section defines the two 
modes, and puts the ekphrastic and confessional modes into historical context, before 
outlining he elements of the hybrid mode. The second section examines works of 
practitioners in this mode. In this section, I will be discussing Still Life with Oysters 
& Lemon (2001) by Mark Doty and ekphrastic works by Jorie Graham. I will use 
textual analysis of these exemplars, among others, to open out the meaning of 
ekphrasis and to illuminate those who are already using ekphrasis as a hybrid genre 
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and expanding the application to a confessional practice. The third section is self-
reflexive and examines my own use of the mode and its significance, future 
directions of my creative work and critical thinking. In undertaking this practice-led 
research, I hope to illuminate and expand the definition of ekphrasis, while also 
gaining insight and context for my own creative practice.  
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Chapter 1:  Background Context of Terms 
One of the contributions of this thesis will be to enunciate a new hybrid mode of 
confessional ekphrastic poetry. In order to articulate my definition I will first 
examine and define the ekphrastic mode, then I will examine and define the 
confessional mode, before finally setting out my definition of the hybrid mode by 
drawing upon elements of each.  
 
 
1. Ekphrasis  
 
The best known contemporary definition of ekphrasis is James Heffernan’s; 
Heffernan broadly defined ekphrasis as “the verbal representation of visual 
representation” (Heffernan, 1993, p.3). Heffernan’s definition allows for many 
aspects of ekphrasis such as a poet writing about a single painting, a poet writing 
about a specific painter’s entire body of work, or a poet writing about an entire body 
of work such as still life paintings by numerous artists. However, it does not go far 
enough to explore all aspects of them, so I extend his definition to say that it is the 
verbal representation and imaginative habitation of the visual artefact that also 
exceeds habitation. The poet does not just inhabit the artwork; they also use it as an 
impetus for creative interpretation and imagination that extends beyond the 
painting’s boundaries or subject.  
The fragments of the word ek and phrasein transcribed in English literally mean 
“out” and “to speak”: to speak out (Kimberley, 2007, p.3). For Greek schools of the 
Roman Empire, ekphrasis was taught “as a rhetorical tool; it simply meant to 
describe” vividly and to bring the subject matter, which was usually a static object, 
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before the mind’s eye of the listener (Kimberley, 2007, p.3). Its challenge and 
purpose were to bring the experience of a being, a place, or an object to an audience–
–whether that was a listener or reader––through highly detailed descriptive writing. 
In Twentieth-Century Poetry and the Visual Arts (2008), Elizabeth Bergmann 
Loizeaux notes that originally, ekphrasis defined a particular kind of description 
rather than specific subject matter. The early definitions of ekphrasis mention statues 
and paintings only as possible subjects of this mode of descriptive writing but in the 
intervening centuries has since expanded to “a much larger field of talk about images 
ranging from casual conversation about a film, or an image in an ad, or a 
photograph,” still inclusive of “the most considered analysis of a work of art” 
(Loizeaux, 2008, p.28).  
 
The earliest and best-known examples of ekphrasis include Homer’s extensive 
description of Achilles’ shield described in Book 18, lines 480-615 of The Iliad: 
 
First he fashioned a shield, sturdy and broad, which displayed all his skills. He 
gave it three rims, sparkling, also a silver shoulder strap. The shield had five 
layers and on its face he lavished scenes portrayed with matchless art.  
 
On it he made the earth, the sky, the sea, the never-tiring sun, the moon at full, 
every constellation the heavens hold: mighty Orion, Pleiades, Hyades, and 
Bear—called Wagon by men of distant regions— who ever wheels and keeps 
his eye on Orion but never gets a turn to bathe in Ocean. (Homer, [800-725 
B.C.] 1950, p.18) 
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These vivid detailed descriptions are similar to the shield of Virgil’s Aeneid, and the 
tapestries of Arachne and Minerva in Ovid’s Metamorphosis (Corn, 2008, para. 6). 
Buildings have also historically been significant subjects of ekphrasis, such as John 
Milton’s description of Pandaemonium in Book 1, Lines 700-710 in Book 1 of 
Paradise Lost: 
 
By strange conveyance filled each hollow nook; 
As in an organ, from the blast of wind,  
To many a row of popes the sound-board breathes. (Milton, [1667] 2004, Lines 
700-710) 
 
After Milton’s Paradise Lost, Alfred Corn (2008) notes that “epic-length poems 
become infrequent in English-language poetry and the use of ekphrasis became 
limited to shorter poems”, such as Romantic poet John Keats’s seminal poem “Ode 
on a Grecian Urn”, published in 1819 (Corn, 2008, para. 10). In “Ode on a Grecian 
Urn”, the poet describes an ancient urn with scenes depicted on its sides. The urn’s 
imagery centres around two scenes: one of unrequited love, and the other of villagers 
preparing to perform a sacrifice. The poem is not only about the urn itself, but the 
very notion of art as a lasting object and human life as ephemeral in relation to the 
endurance of the art object, which in turn, gives the poem its melancholia.  
 
In the twentieth-century, ekphrasis became increasingly popular, thanks to the lasting 
influence of Keats and other Romantic poets whose ekphrastic poems continued to 
exert influence on contemporary poets. Following the Romantics, many significant 
twentieth century poems helped to clarify our contemporary understanding and 
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definition of the mode, from Rilke’s “Archaic Torso of Apollo,” to William Carlos 
Williams’ “Pictures from Breughel” and Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts”. Loizeaux 
(2008) notes in Twentieth-Century Poetry and the Visual Arts that “poets across the 
stylistic spectrum turned to ekphrasis to write some of the finest and most important 
poems of the twentieth century”. She states that ekphrasis was “well-exercised in the 
first half of the century” by poets like Pound and Stevens, and boomed in the second 
half in the works of poets such as Ted Hughes, Sylvia Plath, Seamus Heaney, Jorie 
Graham and Mark Doty (Loizeaux, 2008, p.2). This is evidence that ekphrasis has 
threaded throughout a huge body of literature from different linguistic groups and 
traditions, different nationalities and different literary movements and has always 
evolved as poetic aesthetics and schools have evolved.   
 
In the twenty-first century, contemporary understandings of ekphrasis have expanded 
significantly. Alfred Cord explains in Notes on Ekphrasis (2008) that, “the use of the 
term in recent decades has been limited, first, to visual description and then even 
more specifically to the description of a real or imagined work of visual art” (Corn, 
2008, para. 1). Ekphrasis might refer to passages of prose fiction as well as poems, 
and to other kinds of writing about art, such as exhibition catalogue entries, multiple 
artworks in a single poem, and bodies of work. Since its inception, ekphrasis has 
transformed as art transformed, and it can now be a description of cinema stills or 
film, an advertisement, performative art, or even photographs. 
 
 In my thesis, I have chosen the work of two contemporary American poets––Mark 
Doty and Jorie Graham––to analyse as opposed to the other poets listed above, such 
as Hughes, Plath, or Heaney. My decision was based on the fact that they are both 
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poets currently working in the hybrid ekphrastic mode, but in two opposing manners; 
Doty explains that he uses the visual artwork as a “vessel” or “vehicle” for his 
autobiographical recollections with obvious personal interpretations of the artwork, 
while Graham describes that her poems are “not trying to describe the painting, but 
trying to speak from it” (Graham, 2008, question 2). Emma Kimberley (2007) notes 
that “although they set off from different points along the continuum from 
abstraction to realism and arrive in different places by very different routes, they 
have something in common”; it is my contention that their commonality lies in the 
fact that they both operate in the hybrid ekphrastic-confessional mode that I will 
identify (Kimberley, 2007, p.12). As I will discuss later in this exegesis, Doty 
inscribes himself within the ekphrastic poem––sharing confessional aspects of his 
life with the work and translating that visual into a language of association and 
emotion. He writes about how the work of art makes him feel. Graham, on the other 
hand, is inscribed in a very different way than Doty and it is more difficult to 
interpret because it’s a different kind of hybrid confessional ekphrasis. With Graham, 
it is not always clear which parts of poem are ekphrastic, which parts are 
confessional and which parts are philosophic. Graham demonstrates a more 
integrated response, in which it is not easy to tell where the artwork begins and the 
self begins or ends. With Doty, it is very clear to decipher the artwork or objects that 
he is responding to and identify his lyric self.  
I believe these two contemporary poets offer examples of the intersection 
between ekphrasis and elements of the confessional poem––the poets look into the 
painting, and through it at himself/herself––resulting in a hybrid ekphrastic 
confessional mode which suggests not only the range of possibilities that ekphrasis 
offers, but also a willingness by poets to leap beyond an initial aesthetic encounter, 
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and open it out into a world of one’s own. I identify this as a popular phenomenon in 
the field of contemporary ekphrasis, and I suspect it will gain even more popularity 
as the hybrid mode itself becomes more widespread in the twenty first century.  
 
2. Confessional Poetry 
 
According to the Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics (4 ed.), confession in 
a religious setting signifies the disclosure of a dishonourable secret––something 
which is seen as a sin, wrongdoing and moral offense (Greene et al,, 2012, p.296). 
The term “confessional poetry” was first coined by the critic M.L. Rosenthal in his 
review of Robert Lowell’s Life Studies (1959), titled “Poetry as Confession” in The 
Nation Magazine in 1959 (Rosenthal, [1959] 2003, p.26). In conferring the title on 
Lowell, Rosenthal stated, “because of the way Lowell brought his private 
humiliations, sufferings, and psychological problems into the poems of Life Studies, 
the word ‘confessional’ seemed appropriate enough” (Rosenthal, [1959] 2003, p.26). 
One of the key poems in Life Studies (1959) that was considered as particularly 
ground-breaking is “Commander Lowell”, a poem about Lowell’s aging father and 
his fraught relationship with his mother: 
 
He was soon fired. Year after year, 
he still hummed ‘Anchors aweigh’ in the tub–– 
whenever he left a job, 
he bought a smarter car. 
Father’s last employer 
was Scudder, Stevens and Clark, Investment Advisers,  
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himself his only client.  
While Mother dragged to bed alone,  
read Menninger,  
and grew more suspicious,  
he grew defiant. (Lowell, [1959] 2007, p.85) 
 
“Commander Lowell” deployed a number of tropes that were not considered poetic at 
the time, but private and taboo, including naming his father’s employer––indeed, use 
of proper nouns in particular was watershed––and divulging family habits that took 
place behind closed doors. Another seminal and noteworthy poem by Lowell is “For 
the Union Dead”, which is a hybrid confessional ekphrastic poem published in 1960 
that considers the Civil War and memorial of Colonel Robert Shaw, a Civil War hero, 
who was killed leading a regiment composed entirely of African American soldiers. 
The poem begins with the speaker’s memories of the Boston Aquarium and weaves 
historical contrasts of change and meditations on America’s dubious racial history. 
During this early confessional era, Rosenthal also stated that in earlier tendencies 
towards the confessional there was typically a “mask” that hid the poet's “actual 
face”, and states that “Lowell removes the mask, and it is hard not to think of Life 
Studies (1959) as a series of personal confidences, rather shameful, that one is honor-
bound not to reveal” (Rosenthal, [1959] 2003, p.26). While the term “confessional 
poetry” was largely connected with the poet’s consideration of personal issues––and 
was occasionally thought as the equivalent of writing therapy in treatment, for 
example, Anne Sexton’s therapist encouraged her to write and eventually her 
psychiatric struggles were gathered in her first book To Bedlam and Part Way 
Back (1960)––the poets that were first connected to the movement exhibited a lively 
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unease with social issues of the day such as the Cold War, mental illness, the nuclear 
threat, and cultural diseases such as racism and sexism (Gray, Balkun and McCorkle, 
2015, p.121). Interestingly, none of the “confessional poets” ever embraced 
Rosenthal’s term (Lowell reportedly disliked it, according to W.D. Snodgrass) and 
W.D. Snodgrass commented on his dislike in an interview with Hilary Holladay 
published January 14, 2009, on the Poetry Foundation: 
 
M.L. Rosenthal came up with that term [confessional poetry]—he was a 
friend—but I hated it because it suggested either that you were writing 
something religious and were confessing something of that sort, or that you 
were writing bedroom memoirs, and I wasn’t doing that, either. (Snodgrass, 
2009, Question 2) 
 
Several other confessional poets of the time also expressed their distaste for the term 
in numerous interviews (and for various reasons), needless to say, however much the 
confessional poets hated it, the term stuck, and critics have persistently used it to 
describe one of the key movements in twentieth-century poetry. During the advent of 
confessional poetics, American poets approached subject matters that had never 
before been willingly discussed––subjects such as trauma, drug abuse, alcoholism, 
depression, suicide, death, sexual guilt, and relationships, often in an 
autobiographical manner, which can be identified by a nakedness on the page toward 
“self expression, cultivated spontaneity, immediacy, and conversational style”––
poetry was combining with everyday life in a therapeutic sense and “explorations of 
self, politics, and aesthetics” (Rosenbaum, 2014, p.318). The most significant and 
defining technique of a confessional poem is that it concentrates on a subject matter 
  59 
that once considered taboo, something typically considered shameful or 
embarrassing, and it is openly discussed with a first-person speaker in an 
autobiographical lyric mode.  
 
One key ekphrastic poem to come out of the confessional school of poets is Sylvia 
Plath’s confessional and ekphrastic poem “The Disquieting Muses” (written in 1957 
and later published in 1981) which responds to “The Disquieting Muses” (1917), a 
painting by Giorgio de Chirico. In de Chirico’s canvas, the three muses are all 
undistinguished, bare, unkind and barren figures. Plath describes them as “three 
terrible, faceless dressmakers’ dummies in classical gowns, seated and standing in a 
weird, clear light,” a description that echoes a twentieth-century version of “other 
sinister trios of women,” such as The Three Fates and the witches in Macbeth 
(Popova, n.d., para. 2). In contrast to di Chirico’s anonymous muses, Plath’s poem 
responding to the three figures is a haunting and highly personal lament about 
maternal neglect. In a BBC recording of the poem, Plath gives a brief but noteworthy 
introduction, which summarises her meditations on poetry with astonishing accuracy 
and expressiveness: 
 
A poem can’t take the place of a plum, or an apple. But just as a 
painting can recreate, by illusion, the dimension it loses by being 
confined to canvas, so a poem, by its own system of illusions, can set 
up a rich and apparently living world within its particular limits. Most 
of the poems I will introduce in the next few minutes attempt to 
recreate, in their own way, definite situations and landscapes. They 
are, quite emphatically, about the things of this world. When I say “this 
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world” I include, of course, such feelings as fear and despair and 
barrenness, as well as domestic love and delight in nature. These 
darker emotions may well put on the mask of quite unworldly things, 
such as ghosts or trolls or antique gods. (Plath, 1960) 
 
Plath explains here that visual art can be used as a mask for darker emotion, for 
confessional feelings that are of “this world”, such as fear, despair, domestic love 
and delight in nature, which the poet may see as a limit if writing without the 
painting and illusion behind it. In the first stanza of Plath’s poem that responds to the 
painting, the speaker questions and finds fault in her mother for the circumstances in 
which she allowed her daughter to be subjected to: 
 
Mother, mother, what illbred aunt   
Or what disfigured and unsightly   
Cousin did you so unwisely keep   
Unasked to my christening, that she   
Sent these ladies in her stead   
With heads like darning-eggs to nod   
And nod and nod at foot and head   
And at the left side of my crib? (Plath, [1981] 2002, Lines 1-8) 
 
While the negative adjectives (“illbred,”  “disfigured,” and “unwisely”) establish 
destructive foundations, the very onset of the poem establishes the speaker’s 
bitterness and frustration towards her mother. Much like Plath’s “Daddy” (1962), 
“The Disquieting Muses” speaks frankly about the fault the speaker finds within her 
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own family and parents. Lowell also divulges flaws within his family: the second 
part of Life Studies is composed of a 40-page memoir about Lowell’s childhood and 
particularly highlights a sense of Lowell’s family dynamic: the forceful and 
domineering way of his mother ruling his household and the slow breakdown of his 
father under an overbearing wife. Although both Robert Lowell’s poems in Life 
Studies and For the Union Dead, and Sylvia Plath’s “The Disquieting Muses,” 
involve the authors portraying aspects of their own life experiences and feelings 
toward their parents, it is important to ask what led the poets to implicate themselves 
within the ekphrastic poem and why the authors decide to portray aspects of their 
own life experiences and feelings that may have arisen at the concurrence of viewing 
the work of art.  
 
During the second half of the twentieth century, following on from Plath, Lowell, 
Sexton, and the early Confessional writers, poets such as Louise Glück, Jorie 
Graham, Sharon Olds, Anne Carson and Mark Doty have continued to entwine 
confessional elements in their ekphrastic poems. Mark Doty, for example, has made 
it clear that he is aware that his connection to an art object is seldom to do with 
selection or a fondness toward certain types of art: 
  
I can’t choose what’s going to serve as a compelling image for me. But I’ve 
learned to trust that part of my imagination that gropes forward, feeling its way 
toward what it needs […] Sometimes it seems to me as if metaphor were the 
advance guard of the mind; something in us reaches out, into the landscape in 
front of us, looking for the right vessel, the right vehicle, for whatever will 
serve. (Doty, 1997, p.70) 
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Doty indicates here that his process when choosing to write about an art object is 
about learning “to trust the part of his imagination that gropes forward toward” an 
image. This “learned trust” that Doty suggests is frequently the case when poets 
choose to write about an art object; as Kimberley notes, “what is chosen is often not 
the most famous, or iconic piece of art, but the art that has something to say about 
the poet’s unexplored ideas” (Kimberley, 2007, p.2). The ekphrastic poem replies, 
from the poet’s perspective, to what the work of art appears to say. The artwork 
provokes the poet and begins a dialogue that perhaps they cannot resist continuing. 
This demonstrates that ekphrasis opens out into a conversation and this exegesis 
works at expanding the application of the term to illuminate the hybridity and 
interaction between confessional poetry and ekphrasis.  
 
According to Loizeaux (2008), if we look at the past century as a whole, and if the 
record of ekphrastic production can be a measure, images are more urgent in the 
twentieth century than ever before, along “with the deep pleasure and the sense of 
excitement and possibility for poetry in being involved with images” (Loizeaux, 
2008, p.4). Loizeaux sees ekphrastic poetry in the twenty-first century as part of a 
much larger field of inquiry––about images ranging from conversation about film, an 
image in an ad, or a photograph, to the most considered analysis of a work of art. 
Poets such as Mark Doty and Jorie Graham, who I will discuss in the following 
chapters, write ekphrastic poems about subjects as diverse as photography, film, a 
frozen fish at the local market, to still life paintings, and implicate the self in their 
work, which demonstrates the hybridity and intersection between ekphrasis and 
confessional poems in current twenty-first century ekphrasis. This also highlights the 
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developments of ekphrasis and how its definition has expanded drastically in recent 
decades.  
 
 
3. A New Hybrid Mode 
 
My own definition can be envisaged as a Venn diagram, where ekphrasis and 
confessional poetry overlap and intersect to form a hybrid mode. During the research 
that I have conducted I have identified that there is some interchange between these 
two modes of poetics that have traditionally been conceived as unrelated. In fact, 
elements of the confessional poem––an evident lyric speaker who is very present in 
the ekphrastic poem, and moments where we are drawn to meditate upon the 
autobiographical aspects of the poet’s life––enter into the hybrid ekphrastic poem in 
a fascinating way.  
I have identified this interchange between ekphrasis and confessional poetry as a 
mode that is now increasingly common, as the ekphrastic poem has gained more 
writers in the twenty first century, and has become a more popular mode of poetic 
expression. Cole Swensen notes in her essay titled “To Writewithize” in her book 
Noise That Stays Noise (2011):  
 
One mode that holds closest to the contemporary use of the term, and yet 
actually acts very differently, includes works that don’t look at art so much as 
live with it. The principal difference here is not in the verb, but in the 
preposition. A side-by-side, a walking-alongwith, replaces the face-to-face 
relationship— the two, poem and artwork, are presumed to be going in the 
same direction and at the same speed; they are fellow travelers sharing a 
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context. . . . The implied viewer shifts constantly; at times it’ s the “I,” which 
sometimes looks and sometimes is looked at, framed in a window or other wise 
arranged as a composition. At other times, the viewer is the work of art or is 
dispersed throughout the world. There is no single, sovereign position. Specific 
artists are evoked, but are not the subject of the poems in either sense; rather 
the artists participate in the poems, sometimes with bits of conversation, 
sometimes with their own obsessive imagery. The result is a version of the 
daily in which art is normal— not special, not something removed from the 
quotidian flow and isolated in a frame or institution, but an inseparable part of 
the daily— and the poetic— weave. (Swensen, 2011, p.70) 
 
In chapter three of my thesis I will identify where the viewer (Mark Doty and Jorie 
Graham) shift and weave through an ekphrastic poem with confessional elements 
and “live” with their chosen art objects as opposed to a “face-to-face” encounter, 
which will demonstrate the interchange and integration of the confessional ekphrastic 
hybrid mode that I have identified.  
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Chapter 2:  Research Method 
The methodology deployed in my Masters of Fine Arts (Research) in the field of 
Creative Writing is practice-led research, wherein my research and creative practice 
are in a constant reflexive loop (art to text, text to art, and back again). In 2006, Brad 
Haseman and Daniel Mafe refer to Carole Gray’s innovative and empowering 
definition for practice-led research first articulated in 1996 because of two crucial 
aspects in which she captures: 
 
… firstly research which is initiated in practice, where questions, problems, 
challenges are identified and formed by the needs of practice and practitioners; 
and secondly, that the research strategy is carried out through practice, using 
predominantly methodologies and specific methods familiar to us as 
practitioners. (Gray quoted in Haseman, 2006, p.104) 
 
For me, these methods involved experimenting with aspects of my creative writing 
practice, particularly in how confessional writing can intersect and merge with 
ekphrastic poetry. Needless to say, another vital method concerned is what Haseman 
refers to as “personal experience” (Haseman, 2006, p.104)––in this instance, my 
personal experience will draw from my own interactions with the visual and static 
artwork of Marina Abramovic at her Private Archaeology Exhibition at MONA, 
Tasmania, 2015. As the seed of this thesis began to germinate after witnessing 
Marina Abramovic in her documentary The Artist is Present (2012), I realised the 
necessity of primary research in order to document and witness Abramovic’s work 
for my creative practice. I also relied on the visual and textual glossaries and 
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archives of Marina Abramovic, which MONA displayed, and I also attended 
discussions and interviews that the artist held with the gallery director. Again, 
witnessing these discussions and interviews proved essential to my research, as I was 
able to gain a sense of the personal insight and motivation behind Abramovic’s work. 
Overall, this assisted in my interest and understanding of the interaction between the 
artist, the audience, and an artwork; it also confirmed that the interaction isn’t static 
and, in terms of ekphrasis, an artwork is perceived and described purely through the 
poet’s interpretation, which includes feelings that the artwork may have brought up 
at the time of viewing.  
 
The result of my creative practice is a manuscript of 42 poems. A portion of these 
poems is ekphrastic; these poems explore the concepts in my thesis––the intersection 
of confessional in ekphrasis. The other portions of my manuscript are confessional 
poems about personal illness––specifically, epilepsy––as well as relationships, 
family, and travelling. As a whole, by investigating the complex, changing relations 
between poetry, visual art, and audience, I establish a renewed understanding of the 
ekphrastic tradition as being both outward-and inward-looking. This investigation 
will canvass the connection of the writing practice that I have chosen to undertake 
and the interdisciplinary field in which my research operates (both visual art and 
poetry). In this exegesis I utilize the method of textual analysis to examine the way in 
which my interdisciplinary research operates in the works of two contemporary 
American poets––Mark Doty and Jorie Graham––who both invest personal 
experiences into their ekphrasis. I will be discussing the use of autobiography and 
mirrors in Still Life with Oysters & Lemon (2001) by Mark Doty and the use of 
representation and subjectivity across Graham’s work. I will use textual analysis of 
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these exemplars, among others, to contextualize and position my own work and 
deployment of the hybrid ekphrastic mode in relation to the work of other 
contemporary poets. I will examine the diverse ways this mode can operate—from 
Doty’s inward reflection and absorption of the artworks to Graham’s philosophical 
inhabitation of them—and by doing so I will position my own work, which will 
demonstrate that the hybrid ekphrastic poem can be a space for exploring difficult 
confessional material. Although Doty and Graham don’t use hybrid ekphrasis solely 
for that reason, I have found that the hybrid confessional ekphrastic mode enabled 
me to expand my poetry to explore difficult confessional material such as personal 
illness––in my case, epilepsy––and strained family relationships.  
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Chapter 3:  Contextual Analysis 
Case Study: Mark Doty 
 
Mark Doty is a contemporary American poet and writer who has had a substantial 
influence on my creative work. Doty not only uses ekphrasis to include objects, he 
translates the visual into a language of personal association and emotions present 
when viewing the art object. According to Andrew David King, who interviewed 
Mark Doty for the Kenyon Review, Mark Doty’s book-length meditation, Still Life 
with Oysters and Lemon: On Objects and Intimacy (2001), is an “exceptional and 
sustained deliberation on not just the intersection of painting and poetry but on the 
role of art in life” (King, 2012, para. 1). In Still Life with Oysters and Lemon (2001), 
Doty undertakes a remarkable enquiry into our attachment to quotidian objects––he 
immerses himself in these objects in a way that explores our magnetism and 
connection toward them and carefully considers why we fill objects with sentimental 
value. Doty is an ekphrastic poet, however; his is an unusual sort of ekphrasis that 
uses everyday objects rather than artworks. Doty undertakes a certain kind of 
ekphrasis that elevates ordinary objects to the level of scrutiny and engagement that 
traditional ekphrastic poetry would only apply to a work of art. In the final section 
(p.60), the speaker describes everyday common objects (and relationships) as 
follows: 
 
Though Wally and I streamlined our auction-house possessions when we left 
Vermont, we didn’t get rid of everything; there was sentimental stuff––his high 
school year books, jar of coins and buttons and badges, memorabilia from this 
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year of that, pack-rat collections…. I am no less culpable. There is my stash of 
salvaged wood––wide, nineteenth-century boards, doors from old Cape houses. 
Books, gardening magazines, cans of paint, carpentry supplies, quilts, paintings 
I’ve no place to hang, baskets, picture frames. At some point, the mass 
congeals, no longer individual things but something with a weight and 
presence of its own, heavy as history. (Doty, 2001, p.60) 
 
In this excerpt, the speaker talks about these objects rationally as a foundation to 
actualise his ideas about how we fill objects with human store, and probes why. He 
commits himself to the objects, fusing particular autobiographical recollections with 
obvious personal interpretations of the object, confirming the difficulty that exists of 
a purely detached stance. My particular interest in Mark Doty lies in his engagement 
with objects and images that investigate an unwitting or instinctive pull, an 
unfathomable magnetism to an object, whether its for its beauty or for representative 
reasons, experienced in a split second, then deciphered “in the expansive space of the 
poetry’s communication with memory” (Kimberley, 2007, p.1). This initial goal of 
inquiry led to exploratory description and it is usually only in the secondary stage of 
consideration and scrutiny that Doty finds himself discovering the psychic states of 
observation––like all descriptions, they are reflecting the viewer, they aren’t 
impartial, though they may seem to be.  
 According to Kimberley (2007), Still Life with Oysters and Lemon (2001) 
shows that “writing about art, then, becomes a way of writing about poetry itself and 
the representational processes of the consciousness that produces it” (Kimberley, 
2007, p.2). Doty shows a readiness to rise above the initial aesthetic encounter. He 
creates a world from it: “a poem that reveals in its movement through time, opening 
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out into a world of its own” (Rusk, 2007, p.12). Because the poem can be read 
alongside the painting, the reader uncovers a curious benefit unavailable in a non-
ekphrastic (autobiographical) poem. The visual work of art offers the clues to the 
mechanisms of the poet’s own creative life, a kind of guide to the innermost 
workings of their mind. Ekphrasis, in Doty’s case, allows him to venture into 
sensitive aspects of his own life without the pressure of direct confessional 
expression, for example, this excerpt from Still Life with Oysters and Lemon (2001) 
reveals that viewing the images is what triggers a personal memory to unfold 
because the objects carry meaning: 
 
A painting of asparagus, a painting of gooseberries, a painting of five shells 
arranged on a shelf. Exactitude, yes, but don’t these images offer us more than 
a mirroring report on the world? What is it that such a clear-eyed vision of the 
particular wishes to convey? A way to live, perhaps; a point of view, a stance 
toward things. Let me try to elaborate. First, the principle of attention, simply 
that. A faith that if we look and look we will be surprised and we will be 
rewarded. Then, a faith in the capacity of the object to carry meaning, to serve 
as a vessel. For what? Ourselves, of course. (Doty, 2001, p.47-48) 
 
As Doty says, “A way to live, perhaps; a point of view, a stance towards things” 
allows him to explore a hybrid mode of ekphrasis, which combines a description of 
the artwork as well as confessional elements––Doty reveals his belief “in the 
capacity of objects to carry meaning and serve as a vessel” for reminding ourselves 
of our own memories and experiences––and shows that when language and visual art 
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are combined, share a common concern of communication. Ekphrasis responds, from 
the poet’s experience and consciousness at that point in time, to what an image 
seems to say. Lauren Rusk (2007) describes the experience as somewhat confronting, 
stating that if you are the sort of writer to be captured by an image, it will bring with 
it a conversation that you won’t be able to resist continuing (Rusk, 2007, p.1). Doty 
contemplates his ekphrastic poem “A Display of Mackerel” in an essay titled “Souls 
on Ice” (1997), and comments about the control images have to manifest ideas––
while the mackerel in Doty’s poem pose as a vehicle of exploring individuality, we 
are able to compare and address our own identity through reflection via ekphrasis: 
 
I know that what I can see is just the proverbial tip of the iceberg; if I do my 
work of study and examination, and if I am lucky, the image which I've been 
intrigued by will become a metaphor, will yield depth and meaning, will lead 
me to insight. The goal here is inquiry, the attempt to get at what it is that's so 
interesting about what's struck me. Because it isn't just beauty; the world is full 
of lovely things and that in itself wouldn't compel me to write. There's 
something else, some gravity or charge to this image that makes me need to 
investigate it. (Doty, 1997, para. 3) 
 
Doty goes on to describe how the poem “A Display of Mackerel” came to fruition––
how he was transfixed by the fresh-fish display in the seafood section at his local 
grocery shop. His attention paralyses him momentarily—gazing at the mackerel––
before noticing he was standing in people’s way (Doty, 1997, para. 1). While driving 
home, the image of the mackerel resurfaces in his mind, and he scribbles phrases on 
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down on an envelope. The poem “A Display of Mackerel” takes a matter of days to 
materialize, and was published in Atlantis (1995), his fourth poetry collection. Doty 
comments on the process of a poem developing unexpectedly from an image: 
 
I need something to serve as a container for emotion and idea, a vessel that can 
hold what's too slippery or charged or difficult to touch. Will doesn't have 
much to do with this; I can't choose what's going to serve as a compelling 
image for me. But I've learned to trust that part of my imagination that gropes 
forward, feeling its way toward what it needs; to watch for the signs of 
fascination, the sense of compelled attention (Look at me, something seems to 
say, closely) that indicates that there's something I need to attend to. (Doty, 
1997, para. 2) 
 
Doty has “learned to trust that part of his imagination that gropes forward”, that 
commands him to pay attention, and I have experienced a similar sense of magnetism 
in my own practice, where I am drawn to certain paintings without fully knowing 
why. For me, the act of ekphrasis is a way of ascertaining why I was drawn to the 
artwork and opens out into self-reflection and meditation. This is also similar for 
Doty, as he describes once he “realizes the poem’s subject-beneath-the-subject, the 
final stanzas of the poem opened swiftly out from there.” (Doty, 2007, para. 12). He 
explains that his idea didn’t derive from the fresh-fish display: it was already within 
him, and upon further reflection and meditation it came to surface: 
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Like all descriptions, they reflect the psychic state of the observer; they aren't 
neutral, though they might pretend to be, but instead suggest a point of view, a 
stance toward what is being seen. Another day, another time in my life, the 
mackerel might have been metaphor for something else; they might have 
served as the crux for an entirely different examination. (Doty, 2007, para. 4-5) 
 
Doty proves here that it acquired this particular image of mackerel at this exact 
moment in time to carry his unconscious ideas forward to be more intentionally 
analyzed. He notes in Souls on Ice (2007), that he found writing the poem “strangely 
consoling,” and that the best way to think of this poem is an “attempt at cheering 
oneself up about the mystery of being both an individual and part of a group, an 
attempt on the part of the speaker in the poem (Doty) to convince himself that losing 
individuality, slipping into the life of the world, could be a good thing.” (Doty, 2007, 
para. 14) For example, Doty describes the mackerel as “together” and “selfless” as 
follows: 
 
How happy they seem,  
even on ice, to be together, selfless,  
which is the price of gleaming. (Doty, 1995, Lines 49-51) 
 
Doty exemplifies here the steps he takes to recognize an object of significance, one 
that is “compelling” enough to carry his thoughts forward and bring an unconscious 
idea into a considered and confessional meditative ekphrastic hybrid poem. He 
identifies “the mystery of being both an individual and part of a group” and decides 
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it to be a happy and positive thing (Doty, 2007, para. 14). Doty has continued to 
produce hybrid experimental work, as shown in Still Life with Oysters and Lemon 
(2001), which is considered a prose work that includes biography and personal 
contemplation as well as the creative structure and critical observation—not only of 
the artworks themselves but also of their potentials for altering the lives of those who 
see them (Kimberley, 2007, p.10). In it, Doty rummages through his own history as 
often as he returns to art history. It is not essentially a stretch to refer to such a 
practice as interchange—whether it occurs only in the mind or also on the page: 
 
That is why, I think, having imbibed such a deep draft of these paintings, I 
turned toward my lover’s body, which suddenly seemed to me such a tangible, 
intrinsically interesting fact: that’s what we are, facts, like the painter’s fruits 
and shells, physical presences. (Doty, 2001, p.56) 
 
Doty explains here his thought process and the way in which he sees objects as facts, 
just like the objects in still life paintings. He is demonstrating that it is the object (the 
fact) that communicates primarily; the poet contemplates it; his or her contemplation 
reveals what the object (or artwork) seems further to entail, gives it extra to say and 
so on. In spite of such a bright example as Still Life with Oysters and Lemon (2001), 
some writers still denounce ekphrastic poetry as a genre that functions at an 
additional remove from reality (Rusk, 2007, p.4), such as art theorist Nelson 
Goodman, who notes in Languages of Art: An Approach to a Theory of Symbol 
(1968) “that no amount of description adds up to a depiction.” (Goodman quoted by 
Mitchell, 1994, p.152). While ekphrastic poetry necessarily cannot give the reader a 
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visual encounter with the artwork, many lively poems more than compensate for this 
absence; they do something other than the artwork, something transformative, while 
also offering some visual translation of it. They present, rather, metaphorical images, 
and often summon sensuous encounters other than the visual: sound, touch, smell, 
taste, and visceral and kinetic awareness. Doty, for instance, illuminates his 
meditative poem “A Display of Mackerel” with images and sounds from the Upper 
East Side Streets. Doty’s outlook and awareness toward ekphrasis are most similar to 
my own creative approach; as well as operating in the hybrid ekphrastic-confessional 
mode, he also encompasses the interest in expanding the term of ekphrasis into a 
world of his own, as I do in my own creative practice. Doty’s approach to an image 
or object, which he then uses to serve as an ekphrastic poem is to trust the magnetic 
pull of an object or artwork and then to use the object or artwork “as a container for 
emotion and idea” (Doty, 1997, para. 2). The key elements of Doty’s use of 
ekphrasis, then, are his use of quotidian objects and his consideration of what serves 
as a compelling object or image for his ekphrasis. In the following section, I will 
examine a very different approach in the work of Jorie Graham.  
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Case Study: Jorie Graham  
 
Jorie Graham was born in New York City and emerged in the 1980s as a major poet, 
distinguished for her philosophical depth, her sensual perception, rich style, and 
diverse themes (Costello, 1992, p.13). In Graham’s first book, Hybrids of Plants and 
of Ghosts (1980), Graham contemplated predominantly upon philosophy, 
Continental and otherwise, and ontology; the source of the book’s title is taken from 
Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra: “But he who is wisest among you, he also is 
only a discord and hybrid of plant and of ghost” (Karagueuzian, 2005, p.31). 
According to Karagueuzian (2005), Hybrids of Plants and of Ghosts (1980) 
introduces the preoccupation with the visible world that will haunt the poet 
throughout her body of work––it concerns itself with what will become a long-
standing and central fascination for Graham––exploring the significance and 
repercussions of the poet’s interactions with the visible world (Karagueuzian, 2005, 
p.31).    
 In Graham’s second book, Erosion (1983), she surveys in depth the prospect 
that visual art could carry a significance that eludes language, a concept she explores 
by considering iconic visual art––eight poems from the collection describe 
masterpieces of visual art and several of the poems deal directly with religious 
tropes––including paintings by Masaccio, Luca Signorelli, Piero della Francesca, and 
Gustav Klimt. Erosion was followed by Graham’s third volume uncompromisingly 
entitled The End of Beauty (1987), which marks Graham’s definitive break from 
short-lined lyric. It is also the onset of her gaze changing to non-figurative artists or 
artists who probe the very act of representation, for example, Magritte and Pollock 
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(Vendler, 1995, p.71-94). Graham also mentions Picasso, Jasper Johns, and Francis 
Bacon as subjects of her work (surrealist painters or abstract expressionists).  
I turned to Graham because I’ve always adored her work and because I was 
aware she had written ekphrastic poems and I wanted to see whether this hybrid 
mode was at work in her poetry. In an interview with Poetry Magazine in 2008, 
Graham states, “I have written poems based on paintings in every one of my ten 
books––from Piero della Francesca to Magritte to Rothko to Richter. At any rate, a 
painting is, in a poem, a painting run through an imagination and a spirit other than 
the painter's” (Graham, 2008, Question 2). Having read this interview, which 
followed the release of her eleventh collection Sea Change (2008), I was interested 
to see how the “imagination and spirit” were present in her ekphrastic poems. 
Naturally, I turned first to a poem from Sea Change (2008) titled “The Violinist at 
the Window” after the 1918 painting by Magritte: 
 
. . . no, I cannot be reached, I cannot be duped again says 
my head standing now in the 
opened-up window, while history starts up again, & 
is that flute music in the  
distance, is than an answering machine––call and response––and is that ringing 
in my ears 
the furrows of the earth. (Graham, 2008, Lines 48-53) 
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Upon first reading this poem, I had difficulty deciphering whom the voice in the 
poem belonged to––if it was the poet, the painter, or the violinist. Throughout the 
poem there is material that isn’t present in the artwork, so it is clear that Graham is 
inventing something, but the “I” seemed almost fluid and layered, which created a 
problematic question: how is the poet present? Graham admits that the voice exists 
on a sort of spectrum––when asked about the voice in the poem, she says, “I'll let the 
reader decide. It certainly shifts, and the predicaments do overlap, now dissonantly, 
now harmonically” (Graham, 2008, Question 3). This is evidence that poets inscribe 
themselves in the ekphrastic poem in a variety of ways, but the most important thing 
to note is that this is an aspect of ekphrastic poetry that hasn’t been considered 
before. Certainly, Graham has ekphrastic poems, but the self is inscribed in a very 
different way and it is much more difficult to interpret than Doty. By no means are 
Doty or Graham “confessional” in the traditional sense, but Graham distinctively 
does something else: she weaves Continental philosophy and analysis of the painting 
in her ekphrastic poems, which inscribes her as a poet philosopher. She is drawn to 
an image in a way that is contrary to Doty’s approach––which is to use the image or 
object as a vehicle or vessel for a memory or idea––and instead uses them to activate 
her rage, as she describes in an interview from 1986: 
 
I don’t use the paintings as much as spring off the scene in them which is 
strangely fixed and free from us and so makes especially evident our desire for 
transformation, our tiny imperialisms of the imagination. Paintings are 
“finished” and stilled in ways few things in nature are, and therefore resistant 
in ways that make my rage to change more visible to me. (Graham, 1986, 
p.153) 
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This suggests that Graham’s ekphrasis could be considered as a kind of confessional 
hybrid poetics, as she is hinting at her own “rage”, which indicates the inner 
workings of her mind, and her thought process. It is then evident that Doty is present 
as a figure in his poems and that Graham is not present as a figure but the workings 
of her mind––her philosophical background and her interpretive lens is present. 
Graham demonstrates a more integrated response, in which it is not easy to tell 
where the artwork begins and the self begins or ends. According to McDowell 
(2012): 
 
Jorie Graham’s lyric self takes all of that one-step further by introducing an 
extra-dimensional voice to her lyric poetry.  Graham’s first-person, her “I,” 
overlays the ekphrastic self and echoes the self as a microcosm for all 
humanity, all Art.  There’s a fluidity to Graham’s lyric self that isn’t present in 
Lowell, Plath, or Wright; her “I” is simultaneously personal, communal, and 
historical so that even three-dimensionality isn’t enough to encapsulate her 
work. (McDowell, 2012, para. 35) 
 
With this fluidity, Graham offers a simultaneity of voices––more difficult to 
ascertain where painting, self and invention begin and end, which leads me to the 
closest example of Graham being revealed as the poem’s speaker herself, in 
“Fission” from Region of Unlikeness (1991), in which the speaker describes viewing 
Kubrick’s Lolita in the theatre: 
 
Where the three lights merged: 
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where the image licked my small body from the front, the story playing 
all over my face my 
forwardness, 
where the electric lights took up the back and sides, 
the unwavering houselights, 
seasonless, 
where the long thin arm of day came in from the top 
to touch my head, 
reaching down to touch my head . . . . (Graham, 1991, p.6-7) 
 
“Fission” is unlike Graham’s previous ekphrastic poems as she shifts from painting 
to film, which appears to position the speaker in present tense, making “the viewer, 
rather than the film, the centre of attention” (Shifrer, 2005, p.71). In the lines, “where 
the three lights merged:/ where the image licked my small body from the front, the 
story playing/ all over my face. . .”, Graham is ultimately revealing that the poem’s 
speaker––the viewer––is herself. The poem is full of these glimpses of exposure “as 
she applies juxtaposing narratives and image-pools to both her ekphrastic springing-
off point and herself” (McDowell, 2012, para. 39). The complexity and fluidity of 
Graham’s lyric self is potent because of the way in which she contemplates visual 
art; she does so with an open awareness and understanding that everything is not 
always as seen, that there is always something beneath the surface, ready to be 
connected to the self. What Graham’s effort highlights most powerfully and 
frequently is what she does not say––her poems try to direct us to a new way of 
observing that is less direct, more instinctual and incidental (Kimberley, 2007, p.19). 
Graham transfers continually between “individual perspective and vision of the 
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whole” (Shifrer, 1995, p.143), which develops a reflexive loop that is similar to my 
own creative practice, which involves investigation of the art object via the inner 
workings of my mind and thought process. Graham moves outward from the art 
object with her subject matter––only occasionally using an obvious description of the 
painting. This is unlike Doty, who uses images and objects as a muse and vessel for 
investigation and inquiry within his own subconscious; however both Doty and 
Graham similarly try to capture their individual perspective throughout their poems 
in a way that arises at viewing of a piece of visual art. Doty and Graham leave us 
with two dramatically different approaches to an ekphrastic poem: Doty explores 
himself via objects and images––with an obvious figure inscribed in the poem––and 
Graham’s figure in the ekphrasis is harder to determine, because it shifts and she 
does not allude to when it happens. Their differences suggest that we may understand 
ekphrastic confessionalism as a spectrum that produces quite diverse poetries, 
however; the approach and process underlying both cases (and my own) is similar. 
Doty and Graham both explore ekphrasis with a hybrid confessional approach and I 
believe they are expanding the term as they go; I believe my own work adds to this 
conversation, which I will discuss in my reflexive conclusion.
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 
…I have fallen in love with a painting. Though that phrase doesn’t seem to suffice, 
not really—rather’s it that I have been drawn into the orbit of a painting, have 
allowed myself to be pulled into its sphere by casual attraction deepening to 
something more compelling. I have felt the energy and life of the painting’s will; I 
have been held there, instructed. And the overall effect, the result of looking and 
looking into it’s brimming surface as long as I could look, is love, by which I mean a 
sense of tenderness toward experience, of being held within an intimacy with the 
things of the world. 
(Doty, 2001, Still Life with Oysters and Lemon, p.3-4) 
 
 
In Still Life with Oysters and Lemon (2001), Doty describes an interaction he had 
with a painting as being “drawn into the orbit” of the art object, indicating that visual 
art, when it is captivating enough, can make us feel “held there, instructed.” In this 
instance, a single artwork provoked in Doty a “sense of tenderness toward 
experience, of being held within an intimacy with the things of the world.”  Doty’s 
encounter is uncannily similar to my own experience of witnessing Marina 
Abramovic’s feature-length documentary The Artist is Present (2012), as discussed 
in my introduction of this thesis, which prompted my interest in hybrid confessional 
ekphrasis. The documentary The Artist is Present contained a work of art that 
resonated with me, and as a researcher and writer, it asserted its presence in a way 
that I could not help but reflect upon. For me, there was something in The Artist is 
Present that the self recognised as an opportunity for the self to express itself via the 
object. The initial goal of inquiry led me to write poems which reply from my 
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personal experience––to seek what a work of art appears to say––which is interpreted 
differently depending on my mood, what emotions the artwork provokes, and 
includes some exploratory description of the artwork itself. An example of this can 
be seen in my ekphrastic poem ‘Leaf Cutting’ in response to Marina Abramovic’s 
video ‘Golden Mask’, (2010):  
 
In the pitch-black gallery, I cannot find my foot. 
From room to room I recoil 
until I am almost face-down when I meet you. 
You were a swill of night, 
gold and leafy, lit like a lantern. 
Your face flittered in the draft, hammered in gold, 
your eyes overcast with gold beating. 
A classical portrait, partially gilt, centred, 
asking to be sacred. All the gallery glints, 
but nothing compared to you. The leaf fixed 
to your face with honey, you stare unflinchingly 
as if to say; peel back the layers. Skin me. 
 
I first encountered Golden Mask (2010) by Abramovic in her exhibition Private 
Archaeology during the second semester of my Master of Fine Arts research degree. 
This poem describes this initial encounter that took place in the pitch-black gallery, 
and recounts my response and emotional experience to being in “orbit” of the 
artwork. I could not resist but interpret Golden Mask by placing myself in the 
position of the artist––whose face is covered in gold gilt and staring unflinchingly at 
  85 
the camera. I, too, had felt the conflicted sense of celebrating and questioning my 
own beauty and uniqueness knowing its extreme fragility––that my beauty was 
superficial and only existed as a thin layer on my exterior, ready to be stripped at any 
moment. Reflecting further on my research, I noticed that Abramovic almost always 
demands a response from her audience, for example, the piece centred in the 
documentary and aptly titled ‘The Artist is Present’ (which was held at the MoMA 
between March 14 and May 31, 2010), visitors were invited to sit across from the 
artist, one at a time, for the length of their choosing, at the opposite end of the table, 
becoming participants in the artwork. The rules were: no talking, no physical contact, 
no unconcealed communication of any kind. Her sole objective was to attain a 
luminous state of being then transfer it––to join in what she calls “an energy 
dialogue” with the audience (Marina Film Project, n.d., para. 5). This influenced me 
greatly because, for Marina, the performance entails life––and life becomes art. The 
audience is quite literally the fuel, which intensely charges the interaction and 
necessary connection between the artist and the audience, and ensures the artwork’s 
success. This inevitably begins to set in motion a reflexive loop, and in some 
circumstances, entices people to sit in front of her all day; evidence of the 
astonishing magnetic pull a work of art can have on its viewer.  
As discussed in my contextual analysis of Mark Doty, a magnetic pull and 
compelling connection to an artwork or object is pivotal when conceiving of an 
ekphrastic poem. Doty noted in Souls on Ice (2007) that it is imperative “to trust the 
part of his imagination that gropes forward toward artworks or objects, and the 
particular way these objects are used to serve as a container for an emotion or idea” 
(Doty, 2007, para. 2). Doty was an essential poet to discuss in terms of his ekphrasis 
because of the way he translates the visual into a language of personal association 
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and emotion, which is present when viewing the art object. Often, the speaker in 
Doty’s ekphrastic poems “become enraptured by what they gaze upon; his 
attentiveness to the life around him is so acute that sometimes his poems depict the 
speaker’s blending with the objects of his regard” (Dean, 2012, para. 6). As I reflect 
upon the “speaker’s blending with objects” and the autobiographical aspects of 
Doty’s ekphrasis, I turn to my own poem ‘Corde Pareille’ in response to ‘Genesis’ 
by Yves Tanguy, (1926):  
 
I never had a ladder, I’m the illusionist. 
We dance the equilibre. I climb the corde pareille. 
You hold out your hand, cupping 
a large nail, and tell me it’s sacrificial. 
A tight wire, I’m done 
with my balancing pole. I climb 
to your hand, an aerial act 
under the cupola. You offer charee-varie 
to help ease my walk. I sweat and strain, 
everything harder than yesterday. 
You invite me with an open palm– 
I swing and pirouette. 
Your whole life a smoke with disdain. 
Crowds of critical eyes on my safety line. 
Snakes form infinities waiting for the fall. 
You know it would take a push 
and that would be all. 
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This confessional ekphrastic poem explores the painting ‘Genesis’ by Yves Tanguy 
by inhabiting the figure in the painting. The moment I saw this painting and the 
figure balancing on a thin line, I saw myself in a relationship where I had been the 
source of someone’s jealousy and competitiveness, and I juggled my actions on a 
tight wire, in order not to enflame or offend. This poem is about shrinking oneself in 
order to make living with another human easier. Although I admit to this poem being 
a confessional ekphrastic poem, laden with personal emotion, I can’t help but also 
reflect and contextualise the fluidity of Jorie Graham’s lyric self. When 
contemplating my poem, does the reader have difficulty in determining whom the 
voice belongs to? Is it the poet, the painter, or the figure climbing the tight wire? 
Either way, this thesis argues that the poet is present in viewing the artwork and thus 
always present in the ekphrastic poem. Doty notes in his essay “Souls on Ice”, “I 
need something to serve as a container for emotion and idea, a vessel that can hold 
what's too slippery or charged or difficult to touch” (Doty, 1997, para. 2). I believe 
this poem exemplifies the way my work strongly intersects with Doty’s ekphrastic 
aesthetics, which is using the artwork as a vessel for exploring the self and emotions 
that are sometimes too difficult to touch or to write about directly. In this instance, 
by using ekphrasis, I was able to use a mask that gave me a freedom to explore 
subjects and ideas that I wouldn’t have otherwise probed.   
 One of the most important findings of this thesis was discovering that the 
hybrid poem could be space for that difficult material that is characteristic of the 
confessional poem––and while Doty and Graham don’t use it solely for that reason––
I do. I had particular difficulty writing about epilepsy, because I haven’t seen many 
poems written about epilepsy before. I didn’t have any models for a poem about 
epilepsy and the thought of addressing the stigma around epilepsy, the seizure itself, 
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and the medications absolutely terrified me. I had so much reluctance to writing 
about the subject that the poems started as interpretive poems, and the only 
suggestion toward epilepsy was in their title. As a whole, using ekphrastic poems 
allowed me to use masks or other characters to inhabit my own psychosocial 
experiences and in turn I was eventually able to write more freely, which resulted in 
some purely confessional poems. This experience can be seen in my poem 
‘Seizures’: 
 
I want to see my body make thunder and sleep–  
my arms pleated, like foils ready to lift.  
I want to dance on washed stones under coloured lights.  
The jasmine, its invincible command, swaying with me,  
and I, unsteady, clawing at the sky. 
I want to swim in the pool’s alloy, wrong. 
I want to grip a balanced tray of iced beverages–  
my hand suctioned like a star against the cold silver. 
 
Obviously, the poem ‘Seizures’ only alludes to being about epilepsy in the title. The 
opening of the poem describes the desire to see myself as others see me when I am 
having a seizure, and follows with the ambitions of being free of side effects. My 
confessional poems about epilepsy were prompted when I felt more comfortable 
writing personal material in my ekphrastic poems. By investigating Mark Doty and 
Jorie Graham’s work, I discovered two different styles of hybrid confessional 
ekphrasis––both of which elicited an inquisitive reaction in me as I contemplate the 
hybridity of the term and the way it has enabled personal confession, exploration, 
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and reflection of the self. Both my creative and critical writing consider how the 
figure of the self is inscribed into the ekphrastic poem, and how ekphrasis intersects 
with confessional poetics to form a hybrid mode. By investigating the complex, 
changing relations between poetry, visual art, and audience, I’ve established a 
renewed understanding of the ekphrastic tradition as being both outward-and inward 
looking. With the hybrid ekphrastic-confessional poem, the poet looks into the 
painting, and through it at himself or herself. Altogether, the research considered in 
this exegesis suggests not only the range of possibilities that ekphrasis offers, but 
also a willingness by poets to leap beyond an initial aesthetic encounter, and open it 
out into a world of one’s own.  
As my original research question was related to hybrid confessional ekphrasic 
poems, I was surprised to find that the more successful poems have been purely 
confessional poems about epilepsy; three of these poems are published in Southerly 
and three in a forthcoming medical anthology from UWA Publishing. These 
confessional poems were prompted when I was writing ekphrastic poems and slowly 
became more comfortable with exploring emotions that were quite difficult for me to 
confront, which is evidence of the emotional assertion that ekphrasis has, and its 
unique ability to evoke ones vulnerability through viewing an artwork. I believe the 
rapid development of hybrid ekphrastic-confessional poetry that I have identified, 
press our current understanding of ekphrasis as simply “the verbal representation of 
visual representation” (Heffernan, 1993, p.3). The development proves that our 
attitude towards ekphrasis and representation has indeed shifted, opening out to 
incorporate the viewer in a much more significant manner––and includes how the 
artwork makes them feel, as opposed to purely descriptive devices––which I believe 
adds another dimension to ekphrasis that is incredibly rich and personified. This is 
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significant because it has changed our definition of ekphrasis to include a 
consideration of the self and how the self is present in the ekphrastic poem. I felt this 
discovery was the most noteworthy while exploring ekphrasis, as the shift from 
description was transformed into an inward reflection of how the art object makes 
the viewer feel. The viewer’s world is explored via the art object and the descriptive 
component of ekphrasis subsides. Undertaking this research project has given me 
new creative directions, as I am now more comfortable writing confessional poetry 
having discovered this hybrid confessional mode. For future researchers, this 
question of the inclusion on the self in the ekphrastic poem could undoubtedly be a 
fertile source of further research as the mode shifts from its static definition to 
expand the term to include the confessional mode of poetics. By contributing an 
alternative to the purely descriptive and representational mode of ekphrasis, the 
hybrid mode can attract poets like myself to unite a gap and expand barriers in their 
creative practice.   
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